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CHAPTER IX 
 

OUR FIRST COMMISSIONER 
 
 
Next to my father and mother, the leading personal force in The Army in that most important 
decade from 1872 to 1882 was George Scott Railton, “G.S.R.," who afterwards became our first 
Commissioner. He came to the Christian Mission, as it then was, in 1872, after reading one of 
the Founder's booklets. It looks as if these were the people for me, he had said, and forthwith 
he threw into the fight his tireless body and his fearless soul. He became private secretary to the 
Founder, and until 1880, when he went to the States to develop the work there, his hand was 
felt at the centre in nearly all our affairs. Within a year after going to America he was recalled to 
Headquarters, so increasingly were his services needed here. Those were critical years, years of 
changing method and widening scope and intensifying purpose, years also when we 
encountered bitter opposition, and it can have been no other than a divinely appointed 
circumstance that this heroic spirit should have come into the movement when he did. 
 
Railton was a born Salvationist. He was both determined and tractable, original and simple, 
aggressive and tender, able to take blows and insults like a lamb, yet seldom giving up until he 
had made his capture. Even on his own levels of upbringing and culture, he was a man apart, 
and yet none took the discipline of The Army with its rough-and-tumble better than he. Not that 
he was always wise in his handling of Army affairs. He made mistakes. He opposed the 
introduction of uniform, for instance, because he thought it likely to create a hindering 
separateness; though in the end he himself came to have no suits that were not uniform. He also 
deprecated, at their first introduction, the Officers' Training Centres and the Scheme for Social 
Work, the latter because he feared it might involve a turning aside from first things. But 
experience in each case convinced him, and once it had done so, the innovation had no more 
thorough-going champion. From the early years he saw The Army in clear relief with a life of its 
own and a distinctive purpose and aim.  
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Altogether he was a fascinating and unexpected personality, broad here even to danger-point, 
narrow there beyond what was justifiable, but, with all his curves and angles, no doubt one of 
God's Greathearts raised up by Him to stand behind William and Catherine Booth in those early 
years of difficulty and perplexity, and to render such services as their temperaments made them 
particularly need. 
 
When Railton offered himself to our work, he was twenty-three or twenty-four years of age. He 
had been studying for the Methodist ministry. He was the son of Methodist missionaries who 
had laboured for many years in Jamaica, and had been educated at a great Methodist school in 
Yorkshire, where, at the age of twelve, he was converted to God, and, with a fellow schoolboy, 
was instrumental in starting a soul-saving movement among the boys. I, who was destined to be 
his own special associate in an unbroken friendship of forty years, was at this time not yet sixteen, 
living the life of an invalid in search of health. Railton, coming in as he did just then, when my 
father could lean little if at all on his eldest son, was an immense accession. He fitted into much 
of the existing work like one to the manner born. He loved the fight. He would have loved any 
real fight for God and righteousness, but especially he loved our warfare because it brought the 
kingdom of heaven down to the poor. It carried him to the common people, where he felt his 
place to be. He came into the councils of our Founders at the time of their chief departures from 
tradition and convention, and to him I attribute some of our most successful innovations. He was 
already familiar and dissatisfied with much in the attitude of the organized religion of the day, 
particularly because it so little stirred the life of the masses. Moreover, he could read the signs 
of the times as regards the Churches, and he saw how slight was the prospect of recovery 
amongst them — recovery, I mean, of their lost touch among the common people as well as the 
lost hearing in regard to their message. His enthusiasm, his experience, and his convictions 
became at once powerful auxiliaries and great encouragements to us. He helped in large 
measure to set The Army free, and played a great part in emancipating our scheme of things 
from the vain traditions of the “elders,” from ceremonials and formalities the value of which had 
passed away for ever, and from those so-called sacred things that belong to the same family as 
the ordinances which Paul declared were nailed to the Cross of Christ. 
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In certain matters of business, it must be said, he was a splendid muddler! Yet he was the sort of 
man who could grasp a situation. He had the strategic eye, along with boldness in imagination 
and a discerning wisdom in dealing both with men and women. His mind was richly endowed 
not less by culture than by nature. He spoke French and German fluently, soon was able to 
converse in Dutch and Spanish, and had some knowledge of the Italian, Russian and 
Scandinavian languages. He was in touch with many literatures. He read the Greek Testament 
with freedom, and to turn to the Gospels in Greek or the Psalms in Hebrew was his favourite 
recourse when in a bad humour." Yet his, like all really informed and exalted minds, was one of 
the humblest. Regardless of his own comfort, unresentful of the fact that he had not got his own 
way, giving no sign that he thought of himself as ever deserving to be considered, he pressed 
toward the mark. He would urge his views with persistence, and even with temerity, and then, 
when the Founder had replied, “Very well, but the boat has to go this way," Railton's immediate 
answer would be, “All right then, all hands to the oars!” Even in the occasional differences which 
he had with his leaders on matters of more or less importance, and some of them were really 
important, his absolute confidence in the Divine origin of the work and in the ultimate Divine 
guidance of its administrators ever brought him through into calmer waters. 
 
From the beginning to the end of his officership, G.S.R.” wielded a powerful pen on behalf of 
The Army. Some of his books proved of immense value as "defenders of the faith," and opened 
the way to many advances. He wrote with ease, with perhaps too great case, for his very facility 
led him to take less care than he might have done. At his best he was extraordinarily direct and 
simple — some of his words were like a hammer, while again others crashed and burned like a 
visitation of fire. He wrote with utmost vigour and yet with wide common sense. He wrote as a 
soldier of Jesus Christ, but with the deep tenderness of the Lamb that was slain. Pleasure and 
sorrow alike found place in his pages, death in life and life in death, and death without a hope 
of life, ever and anon started out upon his readers; and over all faith and truth reigned. But for 
his own curious and lamentable sense of the futility of writing he would no doubt have done still 
more important and lasting work with his pen. 
 
His style was an easy style. The reader is carried along without any serious effort. Every sentence 
tells towards the main thought ahead. His words, often chosen with great care, no doubt 
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suggested thoughts to him which he added and added to the enrichment of the whole structure, 
with lasting effect. In some of his articles and papers there is a really beautiful undertone of deep 
spiritual import. He was not perhaps always as lucid as when at his best; but nevertheless it was 
difficult to misunderstand him. 
 
Railton was a great pioneer, one of our pathfinders. He planted our flag in country after country, 
and became one of our most widely travelled men. Only the Founder himself travelled farther 
than he in The Army's service. In distance his travels probably equalled a score of completed 
journeys round the globe. After 1885 his absences from England covered a longer period than 
the time he spent at home. In Mrs. Railton he found not only a kindred spirit but a comrade in 
arms, who never called him back from the sacrifices of domestic and family joys which these long 
separations involved. He was surely the lightest traveller that ever globe-trotted! He would go 
to the ends of the earth with no more luggage than he could carry in his hand. 
 
He became personally familiar with almost every country in Europe from Lapland to Turkey. He 
opened our campaign in the United States. He had been in North Africa before he came to us, 
having tramped alone through Morocco and Tunis, carrying a flag inscribed, “Repentance — 
Faith — Holiness," a futile enterprise, but one which gives a glimpse of the stuff of which he was 
made. To South Africa and South America he went several times, and to China and Manchuria 
more than once. He was one of our early campaigners in Japan, living for months in the simplest 
Japanese fashion at a cost of about a shilling a day. He was in Russia long before we opened in 
that country. He was at home, as the saying is, amongst the people of all these lands. Perhaps it 
was a natural grace of character, perhaps a special gift of God, perhaps something of both, that 
enabled him to adapt himself with acceptance to cultured audiences in the drawing-rooms of 
the rich and noble, or to the little assemblies of loafers and magdalens gathered from the purlieus 
of Hamburg or Moscow. Anyway, there was not in Railton a particle of that standoffishness which 
introduces a sense of superiority. He was just a brother to every man he met, whether that man 
happened to be an Oxford professor, a Kaffir, an American millionaire, a coolie or a London 
dosser. He cared for them all, and yet he was apart from them all. As he himself wrote in one of 
his songs: 
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“No home on earth have I, 
No nation owns my soul, 

My dwelling place is the Most High, 
I'm under His control.” 

 
As a travelling companion he was delightful, except perhaps for one thing — he would insist, not 
merely on travelling third-class, but fourth, if there was a fourth-class available, and on going 
steerage on an ocean voyage! It took him among the people, and he was never happier than 
then, however crowded and inconvenient the accommodation. The strain of travelling, even of 
such travelling, he seemed hardly to feel. While he could not go long without food, no food of 
any kind came amiss to him, and he could sleep anywhere and on anything. He would, in the 
early days, lie down on the floor of the railway carriage, having given others the seats and the 
rug, and would soon be sleeping as soundly as if he were in a feather-bed! Or we would spend 
the night in a railway station waiting-room, he sleeping like a top on the hard table, when I had 
the cushions, if there were any, and could not sleep at all, and the porters would peep in to see 
whether we were saying our prayers ! 
 
To get the true measure of Railton, however, one had to see him, not merely under circumstances 
of discomfort, but under those of danger. Alike in the council chamber or on the field he was as 
cheerful in the struggle as he was confident in God. In the mob, when the stones and brickbats 
began to fly, he was like a rock. We stood together in many battles, chiefly in the East End of 
London, but our methods when the rowdyism was at its height were dissimilar. I used to go on 
in dumb show amid the howling, reserving my strength for the occasional pauses in the hubbub. 
He, on the other hand, would go on speaking without shuffling or shrinking, however much he 
might be hustled or buffeted. He had a kind of joy, a positive exuberance, in the turbulence; it 
meant that the enemy was getting exasperated, and was coming out into the open. At a lull in 
the storm he would lead off with the song: “Jesus, the Name high over all,” and when he came 
to the line, “And devils fear and fly,” he would cry out, “Yes, and you will all have to fly directly!” 
No doubt his method antagonized some of his hearers, but all the same it deeply interested 
others, and he made many marvellous captures. 
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As a public speaker he was not what would be called accomplished. Often his sentences left 
much to be desired; at times his arguments also, and he frequently created the unfortunate 
impression that he was not giving his best. But the sincere and radiant personality which shone 
through his messages made them often extremely effective. He was never anxious to talk if 
anyone else would do so, but he was always so delightfully ready, and had such an assurance of 
accomplishing something by what he said, that he was both the delight and the despair of many 
of his comrades. 
 
In the negotiations with the Anglican Church leaders, to which allusion is made elsewhere," 
Railton was particularly strong on the preservation of what might be called the "autocracy" in 
Army rule, and much that he said was not only wise and eloquent, but powerful, if only by reason 
of his own experience of what we were at that time beginning to do in other parts of the world. 
To him it had been given, perhaps more than to any of us, to foresee The Army as an international 
and interracial movement. Again and again in the days of storm, when, notwithstanding the 
wonders we already saw, the winds of adversity threatened to destroy the sapling we had so 
laboriously planted and watered, he has said to me, “You will live to see that what is producing 
these results here in Whitechapel and Poplar will produce like results in all the nations of the 
earth.” He was a man on Pisgah, though, unlike Moses, he entered the Promised Land - entered 
many promised lands, in fact — before he went on a sudden call to a better, from the railway 
station at Cologne in 1913. Altogether a choice spirit, whose like we who knew him shall never 
see again. 
 
In recalling his characteristics, his simple and rocklike faith in God stands out most prominently. 
His childlike confidence in all the concerns of his personal life and experience was, of course, the 
first and simplest manifestation of this; but it was also to be found in his complete abandonment 
to the work for souls. In the preface to his Life' I wrote a short personal appreciation, and with a 
quotation from that preface, this chapter, necessarily sketchy and sadly inadequate, must close: 
 

“… He never wavered in his real conviction that the knowledge of God is the great need 
of man, and that the Atonement of Jesus Christ is the only way of reconciliation and 
peace for the human spirit. It was not only that he saw, in his Army work, glorious 
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evidences of the unnumbered blessings they bring, but it was as though, as the years 
passed and he more and more came to understand mankind, its temptations, its 
capacities, its environment, he realized the wonderful fitness of the great thing we call 
Salvation to the foundation requirements of the human soul, whether weak or strong, 
whether high or low.”  

 
It was this apprehension, this deep-rooted consciousness of having found the remedy for the 
two great woes of humanity, sorrow and sin, which made the wonderful gladness and inspired 
the heavenly music in his life. 
 


